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Egypt watches as Hamas tries to mend fences
Cairo

E 

gypt has been cautiously 
watching fence-mending 
measures by Palestin-
ian faction Hamas, which 
rules the Gaza Strip.

The Palestinian group was re-
cently reported to have taken down 
posters in Gaza linking it with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the parent 
movement of Hamas and an arch-
enemy of the Egyptian regime.

The measure comes after a recent 
meeting in Cairo between a delega-
tion representing Hamas and offi-
cials of the Egyptian intelligence 
agency.

Egyptian observers say Hamas 
needs to do more than remove 
posters to reform its relations with 
Egypt.

“The presence of the posters or 
their removal has nothing to do 
with intentions,” said Samir Ghat-
tas, an expert on Palestinian move-
ments and a member of the Egyp-
tian parliament. “The question now 
is: Will Hamas stop its tunnel activi-
ties, which harm Egypt’s national 
security?”

Hamas smuggled items such as 
food, construction materials and 
spare parts into Gaza, which has 
been suffering under an Israeli 
blockade since 2006, through hun-
dreds of tunnels between Gaza and 
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula.

Egyptian authorities say the 
tunnels have also been used by 
militants to enter Sinai and attack 
Egyptian troops. Sinai has been a 
hotbed of militant activities and at-
tacks against Egyptian police and 
troops for more than three years.

Hamas has repeatedly denied 
Egyptian allegations that it abets 

militants in Sinai.
Apart from severing links with 

the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas 
was asked by Egyptian intelligence 
officials to tighten control on the 
border, end tunnel activity and pre-
vent militants fighting the Egyptian 
Army in Sinai from crossing into it 
from Gaza or going into the Pales-
tinian territory for hiding or medi-
cal treatment, according to media 
reports.

Cairo in return promised to reo-
pen the Rafah crossing, Gaza’s only 
functional entry point on the bor-
der with Egypt, so Gazans can enter 
and leave the Palestinian strip.

The view in Cairo is, however, 
that Hamas will do little to deliver 
on its unwritten promises to  Egyp-
tian intelligence.

Ghattas says to demonstrate its 
goodwill, Hamas has to change its 
constitution, which stipulates that 
it is a branch of the Muslim Broth-
erhood.

“It also has to stop the tunnel ac-
tivities but this will be very costly 
to it because the tunnels bring Ha-
mas tens of millions of dollars in tax 
revenues every year,” Ghattas said.

The Egyptian Army has destroyed 
hundreds of tunnels, according to 
its spokesman, Mohamed Samir.

Hamas’s relations with Cairo 
nosedived in mid-2013 when the 
Egyptian Army ousted Muham-
mad Morsi, affiliated with the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, who was Egypt’s 
president for one year. Gaza’s rulers 
cheered Morsi’s rise to power, be-
lieving that a Muslim Brotherhood 
regime in Egypt would benefit them 
against the Israeli siege, which de-
prives the 1.8 million Gazans of ne-
cessities and which translated into 
public anger against the Palestinian 
faction.

The Brotherhood regime was, 
however, short-lived, which forced 
Hamas to seek regional backers that 
could bankroll it and give it politi-
cal support. Turkey, Qatar and Iran, 
political analysts say, tried to fill 
that void.

“But with Turkey embroiled in 
its internal problems, Iran deeply 
steeped in Syria, Iraq and Yemen 
and Qatar being eclipsed by Saudi 

Arabia on the regional scene, Ha-
mas has to mend its fences with 
its old friend, namely Egypt,” said 
Tarek Fahmi, a political science 
professor from Cairo University. 
“Egypt also wants to draw Hamas 
to its sphere of influence before it 
goes into the sphere of any of these 
regional powers.”

Gaza is at the heart of a current 
rapprochement between Tel Aviv 
and Ankara, according to Israeli 
media, which says that Turkey has 
tried to convince Israel to loosen 
its blockade on the coastal territory 

and allow it to have a seaport.
Turkey is also active in Gaza, of-

fering financial aid, inviting its in-
habitants to receive medical treat-
ment at its hospitals and sending 
construction materials to rebuild its 
infrastructure, which was devastat-
ed during a 51-day Israeli onslaught 
on the strip in 2014.

Qatar is also present in Gaza.
However, these countries are 

viewed with some suspicion in Cai-
ro. Egypt has accused both Ankara 
and Doha of playing a role in its in-
ternal turmoil since Morsi’s ouster.

“This is why Egypt wants to en-
sure that Gaza is not controlled by 
any of these countries,” Fahmi said.

The meeting between the Hamas 
delegation and Egyptian intelli-
gence officials was reported to have 
been mediated by Saudi Arabia.

Paradoxically enough, it came 
only days after Egypt’s interior 
minister accused Hamas of killing 
Egyptian prosecutor-general Hish-
am Barakat in June 2015.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

A Palestinian man repairs a smuggling tunnel after it was flooded by Egyptian security forces, 
beneath the border between Egypt and southern Gaza Strip, last November.
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Cairo

W 

hen he arrived at 
Cairo Airport to fly 
to the United States 
for a seminar on 
rights and freedoms 

a few weeks ago, democracy cam-
paigner Hossam Eddin Aly was told 
he was banned from travelling.

Aly, the head of the Egyptian 
Democratic Academy, was travel-
ling at the invitation of the US State 
Department and said he thought it 
must be a case of mistaken identity. 
However, when an Egyptian secu-
rity officer questioned him, he real-
ised there was no mistake.

“The officer asked me about why 
I would travel, who invited me to 
the seminar and who I would meet 
in the US,” Aly said. “This was the 
first time I was invited to visit the 
US.”

Aly is on a long list of Egyptians 
banned from leaving the country, 
apparently for angering authori-
ties. Egyptian rights activists said 
the government uses travel and en-
try bans to punish opponents.

The rights group Daftar Ahwal 
has documented the cases of 554 
people who have been banned 
from leaving or entering Egypt 
since February 2011. It said 46% of 
those were political activists, 39% 
of them men of religion and 8% 
rights activists such as Aly.

The local non-profit Egyptian 
Coordination for Rights and Free-
doms recorded 404 instances of 
people banned from travelling 

since July 2013, with 277 of those 
bans coming in 2014.

The organisation said the travel 
bans were politically motivated, 
noting the most flagrant case was 
that of a 17-year-old who was pre-
vented from travelling to California 
to participate in an international 
technological innovation contest in 
2014. The young man was accused 
of joining the outlawed Muslim 
Brotherhood movement and form-
ing a “rebel group”.

Rights advocates said this was a 
violation of the Egyptian constitu-
tion but government supporters 
accuse activists of spreading lies 
about human rights in Egypt.

“This is a violation that gives 
a very bad impression about this 
country,” said Abdul Ghaffar Shukr, 
a veteran of Egyptian politics. “The 
authorities have no right to prevent 
people from travelling without a 
judicial order.”

Retired police major-general 
Farouk al-Megrahi accused activ-
ists and some politicians of trying 
to tarnish Egypt’s reputation.

“Only those implicated in legal 
violations examined by the nation’s 
courts are banned from travelling,” 
Megrahi said. “It is a precautionary 
judiciary measure to prevent them 
from escaping, which means that 
travel bans have nothing to do with 

politics.”
Bringing a court case is an easy 

matter for authorities, who insist 
the judicial system is independent 
and not politicised. Some observ-
ers said the claim of independence 
is mostly true but cannot explain 
why the country’s activists are be-
ing charged in such large numbers.

A rights advocate was prosecut-
ed recently for proposing a law to 
prevent torture at police stations.

Other activists, including found-
er of the Arab Network for Human 
Rights Information Gamal Eid and 
investigative reporter and human 
rights campaigner Hossam Bahgat 
were banned from travelling, hav-
ing been accused of receiving funds 
from foreign agencies and govern-
ments. The case against them dates 
to December 2011 when authorities 
raided the offices of a number of 
pro-democracy groups, including 
the office of US-based non-gov-
ernmental organisation Freedom 
House, accusing them of receiving 
funds to destabilise Egypt.

A number of foreigners were 
implicated in the case but Egypt’s 
then military rulers allowed the 
foreigners to leave. They only reo-
pened the case recently.

Those who have followed Aly’s 
case said they know the true rea-
sons for his treatment.

In August 2013, Aly accepted an 
invitation to go to an eastern Cairo 
square, where thousands of peo-
ple were protesting the overthrow 
of Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi.

Aly’s academy has also called for 
tough measures against adminis-
trative corruption. The academy 

organises workshops to educate 
the public in democratic practices, 
elections and transparency.

Restrictions to freedom of move-
ment, however, could threaten 
Egypt’s relations internationally.

On March 8th, the European Par-
liament called for the suspension 
of security assistance to Egypt, 
citing human rights violations, in-
cluding travel bans on activists and 
politicians.

On March 18th, the United States 
expressed concern over what it 
described as the “deterioration” 
of the human rights conditions in 
Egypt, saying restrictions to civil 
societies would produce neither 
stability nor security.

Aly said the decision to prevent 
him from travelling would be re-
ceived negatively and give a bad 
impression.

“When anybody asks me about 
the reasons why I did not attend 
the seminar in the US, my answer 
will be that I had been banned 
from travelling,” Aly said. “This 
will surely negatively affect the 
way others see us as a people and 
a country.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt slaps travel bans on critics
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Gamal Eid, founder of the Arab Network for Human Rights 
Information NGO, was recently banned from travel, having been 
accused of receiving funds from foreign organisations in 2011.
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